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Abstract
DIAGNOSTIC COMPARISON BEIWEEN FREE SPEECH SAMPLES
AND IMITATION TASKS
1

by Tina Valcarenghi

This study investigated and conpared the advantages and disad
vantages of a free speech sanple and imitation 1^e task in analyzing
language performance in kindergarten children. An analysis of the
language perfoxmance of 15 children was completed. Their language
ranged in severity from normal to severely delayed. The children
were divided into three distinct subgroups; severely delayed, mod
erately delayed and normal. The subject's scores were analyzed to
determine if there was a significant difference in the reliability of
these two measures and in the sensitivity in identifying presence
and severity of disorder.
Laura Lee's Development of Sentence Structure (DSS) was the
scoring system used in this study. This system includes ei^t dev
elopmental categories and ei^t levels of performance. This study
tried to test these levels by constructing an imitation test. The
imitation test included two items for each syntactical form scored on
the DSS. There was a linear progression in the subjects scores over
the ei^t levels in the free speech sanples and the imitation test.
This test confirmed the levels of development as outlined by Lee.
One purpose of this study was to determine if the subjects could
be divided into the three subgroups on the basis of the two testing
techniques. Neither test was found to be adequate in identi^ing .^1 "i
three subgroups. On the free speech sample, the severely delayed

scored significantly lower than the moderately delayed and the control
group.
On the imitation test, the two disordered subgroups could be differentiated from the normals. But, the two disordered subgroups
(severely delayed and moderately delayed) could not be differentiated
from each other.
The imitation test was divided so that all subjects were tested
with the key words in the initial position of a sentence versus the
key word in the middle or end of the sentence. This proved to be a sig
nificant factor. Initial placement consistently lead to greater success
Test-retest reliability for the free speech sanple and the imi
tation test appeared to be significantly correlated. On the basis of
the findings of this study, it is evident that neither measure, the
*

free speech sanple nor the imitation test, should be used alone, but
rather in conjunction with each other. Both forms of testing are
necessary in order to obtain an accurate diagnosis of a child's
language.
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OiAPTER 1
THE NATURE AND SCOPE OF THE PROBLEM
Language acquisi1:ion in the vapious processes has captured the
attention of psychologists and language specialists. Bruner (1966)
has suggested that language development is a key in the intellectualcognitive structure of all children. Within the realm of language
acquisition and development, a critical area of interest concerns
the ixDle of modeling and imitation when the child reaches the age of
incorporating the first grammatical forms in his spoken language.
Recently, the role of imitation in language acquisition has
been the object of both questioning and exploration, AUport (1924)
was one of the first to suggest that language was acquired throu^
the imitative process. Opinions on this mtter range from the asser
tion that imitation is not a factor in the early stages of speech
acquisition and develojjment of syntax (Ervin, 1964) to the belief that
it is indispensable for language acquisition and development of phono
logical and linguistic skills (Bandura and Harris, 1966).
Thez^ is presently a lack of agreement about the use of sentence
imitation as a research method with children. One position holds that
sentence imitation is a sensory motor process that does not involve
coirprehension (Fraser, Bellugi and Brown, 1963). The second position
contends that the child must know the grammar of a sentence in order
to imitate it correctly if the sentence exceeds his Immediate memory"
span (Slobin and Welsh, 1973; Lennenberg, 1967; Lackner, 1968). This
second position assumes that sentence comprehension and imitation are
synonymous.

The rela1:ionship between imi'ta'tion and language learning is of
both theoretical and clinical interest. Current psycholinguistic
accounts give imitation only a limited role in language learning,
while learning theorists continue to refer to imitation as a major
factor in the child*s acquisition of language.
On a theoretical basis, the role of, imitation is pertinent to
questions about whether prelinguistic vocalizations are prerequisite
to acquisition of phonetic skills and whether imitations account for
the acquisition of syntax. On a clinical basis, the role of imitation
may function as a teaching technique that reduces the tin^ needed to
acquire new behaviors. There have been studies done which revealed
the usefulness and the effectiveness of imitation in teaching use of
various linguistic skills to language-deficient children (Schumaker
and Sherman, 1970; Sherman, 1971; Burgess, 1970; Eraser, 1963; Lovell
and Dixon, 1967; Bandura and Piarris, 1966).
Luterman and Bar (1971) and Menyuk (1968) have e5q)ressed the
belief that the same type of infomation that is elicited during free
speech sanpling can be obtained through differ^t methods which re
quire less time, are standardized and have a high test-retest reli
ability. One such method is the sentence imitation procedure.
McNeill (1970, p. 13) stated that "a child produces in imitation
only what he produces in spontaneous speech, which means that imi
tation can be used to study children's productive capacities..."
Osser (1969), McNeill (1968) and Slobin (1968) claim that the imi
tation response will tend to conform to the dialect which is familiar
to -the child. Slobin and Welsh (1973) found that children tend to be

more successful at imitating sentences of the types that they can pro
duce spontaneously.
Other authors feel that imitation is not an adequate measure for
assessing childhood language, but rather-some form of free speech ana
lysis must be used (Ervin-Tripp, 1964; Slobin, 1967; Slobin, 1968).
Ihey inferred that there is no evidence supporting a view that pro
gress toward adult norms of grammar arises merely from practice in
overt imitation of adult sentence. Eraser (1963) and Lovell and
Dixon (1967) have suggested lliat in imitating a sentence the child
does not process it through his own neaning systems, which appears to
mean that they view imitation as a mechanical rather than a construc
tive process. Their conclusions were based on their finding that
children nade fewer errors on the imitation task than on the coiiprehension task, and that children could respond correctly to a sentence
in imitation even though they could not identify the correct picture
for that sentence. Thus, imitation can occur without comprehension
and usage. I^e and Canter (1971) have felt that free speech sampling
is necessary for accurate information due to the gramnatical "load"
conversation places on speech.
The majority of screening and diagnostic tools to measure expres
sive language skills in children, available to speech and language
specialists working within the school system are imitative type tasks.
It is evident that there is a need for inproved diagnostic tools to
assess expressive language skills in children. In addition, more
research is needed to ascertain the relationship between a child's
ability to imitate sentences and his ability to integrate these same
sentences into his own language system.

Free speech sanpling is another widely used measure of language
analysis. It is one of the major means of assessing developjiantal
levels of grammatical forms of language used in the school system.
Among.the various methods in use, the Developmental Sentence Scoring
(DSS) procedure, revised by I^e (197H),seems to be the mcst comnon.
lee and Canter (1971) devised the DSS technique as a method of eval
uating language disorders, planning remedial procedures and assessing
progress• The method involves the analysis of a spontaneous, taperecorded, speech sanple containing 50 utterances to estimte the
extent to which a child has generalized the grammatical rules of his
speech.
The present study was designed to conpare an imitation task with
a free speech sanple. The effectiveness of each measure in identify
ing children who have a severe language delay, a moderate language
delay and normal language, was investigated.
THE PROBLEM
The pxirpose of this study was to con5>are the advantages and dis
advantages of a free speech sanple and repetition type task in analyzing
language perfomance in kindergarten children. This investigation
analyzed the ejqjressive language perfomance of ten language delayed
children and five children whose language was diagnosed as normal.
The ten delayed children represented two levels of severity, five of
the children were severely delayed and five were moderately delayed in
language performance.

The results of this study contribute to the advancement of know
ledge and practice with respect to diagnostic and therapeutic approaches
and techniques in the area of language disorders. The infomation
Seined will help eliminate confusion on the part of the therapist in
tenns of what tool v7ould yield the most reliable results concerning a
child's language performance.
The Problem Statement
The problem statement is; does the analysis of a free speech
sanple give more specific information about a child's language perfor
mance than a repetitive type task? If so, what exactly does it tell
us that the other tool is unable to show? An attenpt was nade to
assess which method is more reliable in terms of children's test
results. Since the scoring system used was laura Lee's PevelopiiBnt of
Sentence Structure (DSS), this study adopted her hypothesis of language
structures in ei^t grammatical categories. She has identified levels
of performances both within and across category. The premise is that
if a child is at a certain level in one category, then he is jrost
likely to be at the same level in all categories of language. There
fore, a second purpose was to investigate this system of categorizing
language structures. Will the children in this study follow the expec
tations of this system, and if so which method conforms to this system
more closely? Another question in conjunction with the preceding is:
what kind of information do both methods give for diagnostic purposes?
Limitations and Delimitations
The research was . somewhat limited in the respect that in attenpting
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to elicit language from the children, they may not have the oppor
tunity to use all the forms of language that are at their disposal
due to the restrictions of the environment, time, and place. Fifty
utterances within a certain time span is far from sufficient in terms
of obtaining a complete picture of possible language performance. How
ever, Inura Lee's Developmental Sentence Scoring (DSS) recommends
obtaining 50 utterances from a child in analysis of a free speech
sample, therefore indicating that it is an adequate number.
HYPOTHESIS AND ASSUMPTIONS
Hypothesis
Laura Lee has reported that children develop language structures
in identi:fyable levels or stages. If a child has developed a certain
structure or category of language at a specific level, Lee has reported
that he should have developed all language structures at the same level
of difficulty. This hypothesis was studied in the case of the 15
children involved in this study. •
The null hypotheses are as follows: 1) Tnere will'be no signifi
cant differences in the ability of the free speech sample and theimitation tests to identify the level of performance of the sxobjects
(ie., severely delayed, moderately delayed, normal). 2) There will be
no significantly different pattern of response across the eight devel
opmental levels, as outlined by Lee^on the free speech sample and the
imitation task.
Assumptions
It is assumed tnat imitative language appears earlier than

corresponding conprehension and production abilities, and that it can
be safely used to foster the child's ability to coinmunicate at a spoken

level.

f

I

Inplications in these assumptions will consider that the children
will stay within the testing and experimenting period without showing
signs of frustration.
This experimenter will enthusiastically embrace this program and
apply it in the spirit of catering to the individual needs of each
child longing for the rewarding experience of expecting practical
results.
It is assumed that tester-child relationship will be healthy
throughout the experiment.
*

DEFINITION OF TERMS
Delayed Language

This term my be applied among school-age children to a range of
problems. It my involve cases in which ther« is a conplete failure
to use oral language, to those where the child's vocabulary and sent
ence control seem adequate, but his speech is not readily intelligibile.
A child with delayed language development is likely to have snaller
productive vocabulary and use shorter phrases and "simpler" sentences
than most of his age peers.
Elicited Imitation
Elicited imitations are those imitations which occur when a child
responds to an ex<aminer's request to "say what I say" and repeats a
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UDdel sentence OP phrase.
Expressive Language
\

Expressive language refers to the ability to connnunicate one's
thou^ts and ideas through active control of those graimatical fea
tures and linguistic rules which have been acquired.
Grammar
Study of the system underlying such formal features of a lang
uage as morphemes, words, and sentences is what is known as grammar.
Language
is a structured system of arbitrary vocal sounds and
sequences of sounds which is used in interpersonal coimiunication and
which rather exhaustively catalogs the things, events, and processes
of human experience. The system inherent in .a language derives essen
tially and primarily from the sequence of articulated, heard sounds in
spoken utterances or messages. It is the egression of ideas by means
of speech-sounds combined into words. Words are combined into sent
ences, this combination answering to that of ideas into thought,
which conprises language.
Language Production
The term language pi-oduction refers to the child's ability to
construct new grammatically acceptable sentences from material he has
previously heard.
Moderately Delayed Language
For the purpose of the present study, moderately delayed refers to

"those children who functioned below the 10th per centile on Laura Lee^s
Northwestern Syntax Screening Test (NSST), and two years below age ex
pectations on Carrow*s Test of Auditory Compipehension of Langn^ge
(TACL).
Morpheme
Morpheme is a mininal unit of speech "that is recurrent and jiBaningful. The syllable is generally regarded as the mininal unit.
Norrral
A child is considered nomal if he is capable of benefitting from
a regular classroom setting.
Phonology
Phonology is the study of phonemic and prosodic patterns of
speech. It is a covering tenn for the general description of the
speech event.
Reliability "
Reliability is a meSjsure of the accuracy of a test or measuring
instrument, obtained by measuring the same individual twice and com
puting the correlation of the "two sets of measures.
Screening Test
A Screening Test is a quick testing procedure which sanples a
child's abilities in a specified area. It is administered to deter
mine if a problem does exist in the area specified and if additional
diagnostic testing is required.
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SeiiHntics

The word semantics refers to the study of meaning in language,
including the relations between language, thou^t, and behavior; a
science dealing with the relations between referents and referenda and
with the historical changes in the meanings of words and forms. It is
the relation of signs to meaning.
Severely Delayed language
A child may be regarded as having a language disorder when there
is a marked discrepancy between his language conpetence and his non
verbal performance. A child whose language skills deviates markedly
from the norm, for his age could be diagnosed as severely language
delayed. For the purposes of this study, children functioning two
%

standard deviations below the mean on three or nore subtests of the
Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities (ITPA) will be classi
fied as severely language delayed.
Spontaneous Imitation
Spontaneous mutations are those mutations which occur naturally
iri the cuiiuiiumcation c^cle. These mutations occur when the child
spontaneously and without prompting, repeats in expanded, reduced, or
similar form, an utterance which has occured just previous to his own
utterance.
Spontaneous Speech Sample
In a free speech sample an attempt is made to elicit at least 50
consecutive, complete utterances which are representative of a child's
language capabilities. This melhod utilizes play-type stimulus
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materials and includes interaction with the examiner.
Syntax
Syntax is the arrangement of words to form sentences, clauses
or phrases.

It refers to the structure of sentences. It is the

study and-science of sentence, construction j relation of signs to
signs.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The literature which has been published on the subject of imi
tation and its relationship with language disordered children has
been varied and divergent in its views. Jfeny aspects of imitation
have been considered and this study has briefly reviewed most of
these aspects. However5 this research is not necessarily concerned
with how children first acquire language and the role of imitation
in the early acquisition of the language. Rather, it investigates
and conpares imitation as a linguistic measure, with the free speech
sairpling method.
Prutting and Cbnolly (1976) have recently sumnarized the diver
gent views held by psycholinguists, behaviorists, and social learning
psychologists on the role of mutation. For the psycholinguist, imitations are those vocalizations which occur in close tenporal proximity
to the model and more or less match the model. Behaviorists, on the
other hand, define mutation as a functional relationship between a
model's behavior and a child's subsequent response involving similar
ity of syntax and semantics of the two responses. Social learning
psychologists use modeling which mplies that the child does not nec
essarily mutate immediately, but observes the behavior of others and
thus acquires new behavior.
Rees (1975), in a recent paper reviewed the terminology enployed
in the study of mutation and child language. He therefore, pointed
to the difficulties arising from terminological differences among
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investigators. The various definitions, as well as methodological
differences used to study imitation appear to contribute to the di
vergent thinking,
TYPES OF IMITATIGN
Spontaneous Imitation
Spontaneous imxtations are those imitations which, according to
Prutting and tonolly (1976) occur naturally in "the communication
These nutations occur when the child spontaneously and with
out pronpting, repeats in expanded, reduced or similar form, an
utterance which has occured just previous to his utterance.
Ervin-Tripp (196examined spontaneous imitations and conpared
them to non-imitative spontaneous utterance of children. She came
conclusion that nutation cannot account for the rapid progress
children make in accjuiring grammatical structures.
Brown and Bellugi-Klima (1964) have also reported on the rela
tionship of spontaneous imitations and nonimitative utterances.
Their findings indicated that: 1) imitations preserved the word order
sentences j 2) if models increased in length there was no corres
ponding increase in the length of the imitations, and 3) the forms
retained from the model sentences were open class words which carried
meaning, while the forms likely to be omitted were inflections, auxi
liaries, and articles.
Different views were taken by Bloom, Hood and Lightbown (1974).
Studying six children, they found that the children's proportion of
spontaneous imitations was consistent across the time. The imitations
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VJQTQ consid6]?6d hslpful in "the acquisitiion of now sonHii'tic—synlra-ctic
relationship. Age and situations may have something to do with child
ren's imitations, Gleason C1973) for instance, reported that children
four to ei^t years of age were found to imitate each other's verbal
izations, but never when they were with adults.
According to Menyuk (1971) spontaneous imitations were termed
"memorized imitations" of the type of contractions such as "don't" and
past tense which appear to be memorized without having learned a rule
which generates usage. The past tense of the verb "to go" appears
first as "went" and sometimes later as "goed", which may testify that
a past tense rule is being generated.
An additional suggestion was offered by Whitehurst and Vasta
(1975) by which a child's utterance may be imitative without being an
exact copy of a conplete model, that is, according to their termin
ology, a "selective imitation".
Elicited Imitation
Prutting and Conolly (1974, p. 415) define elicited imitations
as "those imitations which occur when a child responds to an exam
iner s request to "say what I say" and repeats a model sentence or
phrase." Many factors seem to influence the efficacy of the elicited
imitation system. Length of sentence, stress placed on a particular
word, grammaticality of sentence, and whether the sentence is pre
sented in a question form, or in a negative form. According to Osser,
and Zaid (1969), if the lenglh of the model sentence is within
the child s memory span, the imitation will resemble the model sentence,
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If the model sentence is longer idian the immediate memory span, reform
ulation of the model sentence will be made.
Lutterman and Bar (1971) and Carrow (1974) have suggested that
sentence initation can be used to gain valuable and accurate informa
tion regarding a child's grammatical system, McNeill (1968, p. 53)
stated that "no matter how strong the tendency is for children to
imitate speech they receive from their parents, they will not imitate
the appropriate features unless important parts of the syntax have
alreacfy been acquired into their receptive language system."
Freedle, Keeney and Smith (1970) found that children's ability
to imitate was due to differential stress of certain words as well
as grammaticality of the sentence. Grammatical model sentences were
found to be more successfully imitated -than ungramiiH.tical sentences.
Scholes (1969) presented citation-form word strings of various
types to botii adults and children. Errors in imitations were then
noted and analyzed; He also observed that relative stress my not
explain-children's deletion of function words in an immediate ipecall
task. In a later stuc^, Scholes (1970) noticed that a grammtical
distinction my be imitated differently in a question than in a
negative-type sentence.
Finally, Rod and Braine (1970) investigated whether children's
imxtations of alternate forms of grammtical constructions would
yield systemtic data which could be interpreted as reflecting gram
mtical conpetence. They also attenpted to informally compare the
results of the imitation method with some observations of spontaneous
productions. Ihe feeling at the conclusion of the investigation v/as
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"thai: chil(jrenVs uni.'ta'tions of adull: speech were not sinply accurate
repetitions based on what their inemcry span would allow. They felt,
3^3.ther, that children's spontaneous mutations were an active p3:ocess
which required assinilation and reorganization of the adult utterance
before they could reproduce it in accord with their current level of
granniatical conpetence.
Since the elicited initation is the form nore widely used in
remediation,. it is appropriate to identify two more types of variables:
fir^t, internal (related to a child's mechanism,-roemory span, syntactic,
semantic, and phonological knowledge) and second, the external vari.ables (presentation of the stimulus by the e^qjerimenter, gramriatical
distinction tested, and sentence frame) (Menyuk, 1971),
ROLE OF IMITATION IN LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT, ASSESSMENT AND REMEDIATION
The question presents itself in the following terms: Does
elicited mutation constitute- a device by which the investigator
can leam about the child's language • or is it a device by which the
child can leam about- the adult's language, or a little of both? In
answer to this question, the literature must focus on the diagnostic
and therapeutic aspects of language development.
The notion of innate tendency to imitate has been tackled by
many authors. Morris (1967) said that the hunan child's tendency to
imitate is a valuable by-product of his p3X)longed infancy, during
which he .can quickly leam by imitation much of what other animals
must leam on their own.
Elicited imitations are used in remediation as we3JL as in the

•
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assessment of child language. Elicited imitation can be a device
for the investigator to know the child's language and for the child
to know the adult's language. Remediation programs employing elicited
imitations are designed to teach language" to the delayed child
(Bereiter and Englemann, 1966; Gray and I^an, 1973; Lee, Koenigsknecht,
and Mulhern, 1975). The Distar Program (Bereiter and Englemann, 1966)
which was originally designed to teach language to the disadvantaged
child, makes extensive use of imitation. Programmed Conditioning
language Program (Gray and I^an, 1973) as well as the Interactive
Language Development Teaching Program, developed by Lee, Koenigsknecht,
and Mulhem (1975) also make use of this method.
Sweeney (1973) reported on an infant who, during her sixth week, .
spent more time listening to noises of birds than ,to the noises of
humans. She began to nake high-pitched shrieks similar to the noises
of bird s calls. Thxs account fails to answer the question of how
to e3q)lain the first instance of imitation, and whether that initial
first instance of imitation is accidental.
Brown (1958) stated that the type of imitative behavior in which
"the action of the model seems to release imitative action...is seldom
seen in children before at least ei^t months" (p. 2iH). Yet, babies
10-20 days old will imitate tongue protrusion, and according to Church
(1970), babies of three or four months sometimes imitate mouth move
ments and vocal noises. Discussions like these inply an innate tendency
to imitate that is almost specific in its intensity in hunens. This
observation confirms the fact that the kindergarten child, which has
reached the age relevant for this research, is already endowed with a

'
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patrimony of language experience.
Assessment techniques have employed the use of imitation for the
purpose of making judgements about syntactic development in children
1971J Gray and Ryan, 1973 j Carrow, ISVM-), The Northwestern
Syntax Screening Test (L^e, 1971), the Programmed Conditioning for
language Test (Gray and Ryan, 1973) and the Elicited Language
Inventory (Carrow, 197M-) are all based on imitation of varioiis sen
tences to measu2?e the development status of the child's base sentence
construction.
FREE SPEECH SAMPLES
Another widely used method of language analysis is taking a
free speech sample and evaluating, spontaneous utterances. Pree
speech sampling appears to be one of the major means of assessing
developmental levels of grammatical forms. It is a method that is
widely used within the public school system in analyzing language
function in children. One of the most common methods in use is Lee's
(1974) revised I^velopmental Sentence Scoring (DSS) procedure. Lee
and Canter (1971) devised the DSS technique as a* method of evaluat
ing language disorders, planning remedial procedures and assessing
progress. This method involves the analysis of a spontaneous, taperecorded, speech sample containing 50 consecutive, complete utter
ances to estimate the extent to which a child has generalized the
grammatical rules of his speech.
l^e and Canter (1971, p. 337) have stated that:
The DSS technique is, admittedly, a time-consuming, pains
taking proceduire. There is room for error both in
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•^anscriiing and in scoring, and caution should be used
in judging a child's overall language development on the
basis of any single speech sample. Furthermore, the useof this procedure is dependent upon the clinician's
skill in eliciting a representative sample of a child's
gramnatical performance in a conversational setting.
Use of grammatical forms is often inconsistent within a child's
own development, as well as between children. Lee (1970) feels that
many developing structures contain early imnature -forms with more
^if^icult forms developing later. For exanple, a young child's speech
mi^t contain both "ran" and "runned" when the past tense form is
developing. Therefore, iBe feels that the slow and inconsistent
emergence of grammatical foims is one of the chief characteristics
of children's language developn^t.
Lee (1971+) states that when the grammatical load of a sentencebecomes too great or when the vocabulary is not familiar, some of
the rules which have not yet become automatic may be omitted. There
fore, a child may show inconsistency in the use of any particular
grammatical form, but at the same time a measureable grammatical
load on a representative set of spontaneous utterances nay show an
overall increase in his ability to handle combinations of grammatical
rules.
Johnson and Tomblin (1975) felt that the DSS nethod was useful,
however, they also felt it was not practical at all times. They rethat it was not as useful for separating language disordered
children from those with normal language as it was for isolating spe
cific areas of language difficulty.
Engler, Hannah and Lon^urst (1973) felt that recording sanples

,
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of speech is more difficult than it mig^t appear to be. They conpared
four methods of analyzing speech sanples and discovered several things
which can affect the type of sanple obtained. It was felt that the
sample must be representative and free from the investigator's biases.
It was found that direct interviewing can miss significant parts of
speech usage and a large number of "answer patterns" can exclude other
of speech. The presentation of pictures nay also restrict
the production of speech during sanpling.
Other disadvantages involved with free.speech samples was dis
cussed by Taylor (1978). Language samples were gathered for 12
normal children representing a range of linguistic levels in a clinic
setting with unstructured clinician child interaction and the home
setting with unstructured mother-child interaction. Comparison of
the samples revealed that children with an average utterance length
four to five morphemes produced significantly longer utterances in
the home setting. Clinic sampling was conducive to the description of
ongoing or immediate activity, while homie sampling stimulated subt

stantially hi^er frequencies of past tense and modal verb forms,
complex utterances and questions• While there were frequency of
occurrence differences between settings, the variety of forms and
construction types was found to be simular. Therefore, consideration
must be taken as to environment and setting when computing results.
It was found that a clinic setting is not the optimum enviitsnm^nt
for eliciting nBximum language potential. Althou^ these limitations
are documented, the free speech sample is still widely used within
the public school system in terms of childhood language assessment
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and in remediation programs.
Sumneiy
In the review of the literature on the subject, there was a
noted agreement from the various auidiors on the nature of imitation,
both spontaneous and elicited. However, spontaneous imitation has
not been applied clinically; while elicited imitation has been widely
used. Yet, the role of elicited imitation in language acquisition
and in language research has not been clearly established. There
are two widely used measures of language assessment that are pre
sently being used ty speech and language specialists. The two
methods are imitation tests and free speech sampling. There are no
universally agreed upon findings clearly indicating which form lends
itself to a more precise evaluation of childhood language, This is,
therefore, the topic and purpose of the present study.

CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH DESIGN AND PROCEDURES
A group corrolalrional design was used in t±ie present investiga
tion. , Fifteen children who ranged from nomol to severely delayed
in language skills served as subjects. The children's language per—
fonnances were n^asured using two different methods. The two methods
of language analysis used in this study were free speech sanpling
and imitation type task. All subjects were retested, after at least
one week, to assess test reliability. Results of the two test per
formances weipe compared and discussed,
POPULATION AND SAMPLE
*

The children who participated in this study were 15 kindergarten
students. Ten of the subjects were diagnosed as language delayedj
five severely delayed and five imderately delayed. Five of the sub
jects had normal speech and language.
All subjects came from a community that would be classified as
lower middle class, therefore, the findings nay be generalized only
to a lower socio-economic popiolation,
METHODOLOGY
The initial screening device used in this study was a test de
vised by Carolyn Volkoff (1976) for the Advord Unified School District,
The test screens the following areas; Vocabulary, (nouns, adjectives,
adverbs, prepositions), Auditory Sequential Menory, Visual Sequential
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Memory, Audiiiory Associa'tion, Ehonology, Syntax and Morphology,
Results of this test were confirmed by additional tests before a
child was included as a subject in this study.
IWo follow-up instruments which were used in this study were
the Northwestern Syntax Screening Test CNSST) (Lee, 1971) and the
Test of Auditory Comprehension of Language (TACL) (Carrow, 1973).
The NSST is a compilation of 12 grammatical contrasts designed to
measure the child's knowledge and ability to imitate these gramma"tical constructions. The TACL is designed to iiKasure only the
child's auditory conprehension, rather than usage of language. It
tests the following areas: Vocabulary, Morphology, and Syntax.
Criteria for eligibility as a language delayed subject was determined
»

to be from 11/2-2 1/2 years delayed on the TACL and functioning
below the IGth per centile on the NSST.
In order to establish a range of severity within the experi
mental group, the Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Ab"? IT ties (ITPA)
(Kirk, 1969) was used. Children functioning two standard deviations
below the mean on three or more subtests were classified as the more'
severely delayed. Five of the students scored at least two standard
deviations below the mean on three or more subtests. The renaining
five demonstrated a language delay, but not this severe. The ITPA
consists of ten subtests and two supplementary tests that analyze
psycholinguistic abilities on both the representational and automtic level. It tests both auditory and visual skills, hence conparing
the two modalities in order to show strength areas. In the repre
sentational level, it analyzes reception, association and expression.

On the automtic level, it evaluates closure and sequential inemcry in
bo"di the auditory and visual modalities.
A language sanple was taken and analyzed for each subject. Each
session was taped and 50 utterances were taken. The testing situa
tion was set up in such a way as to elicit as many forms as the child
was able to use. Leading questions were used in an effort to bring
out all language forms that were within the children's linguistic
systems. The scoring system used in the analysis of the free speech
sanple was the Developmental Sentence Scoring (DBS) (Lee, 1971).
The DSS includes eight categories of language. Within each
category there are specific levels which receive assigned scores.
Each sentence was scored according to the DSS with each category
and level receiving an assigned score.
The.investigator developed two sentences for each of the syntac
tical items that are scored in the DSS. The first sentence contained
the target word being tested in the initial part of the sentence and
the second sentence contained the target word in the middle or end
of the sentence. The mutation test is listed in i^pendix C. The
free speech sanple was followed by the imitation test. The two tests
were not given on the san^ day.
In order to assess test reliability the test was administered
twice each on two different occasions, TWo separate speech sanples
were taken from each child. The imitation test was administered a
second time as well.

CHAPTER h
RESULTS
This study investigated language performance of severely delayed,
moderately delayed and normal children on an imitation test and free
speech sanple. The subjects scores were analyzed to determine if
there was a significant difference in the reliability of these mea
sures ^d in the sensitivity in identifying presence and severity
of disorder. Raw scores for all subjects are reported in Appendix A.
Friedman Test for ^fetched Groups
A Friedman test for matched groups was used for both the imi
tation and the free speech tests. Significant differences were found
in the per centage of items passed at each level. Inspection of the
data indicated that as levels of syntactical structures increased,
children did miss more of the syntactical structures being tested.
«

This held true for both methods. The overall pattern was linear
(ie., the rank order for both tests decreased as the levels of syn
tactical structures increased in complexity). Results of the
Friedman test are reported in Table 1.

' ;

'

Analysis of Variance
An analysis of variance was used to determine if the DSS (free
speech) and the imitation test could be used to identity the subjects
at each of the three levels of performance ,(ie., control, moderately
delayed, severely delayed). A Scheffe test was used to identify
which of the subgroups accounted for any significant differences
found with the analysis of variance. Conparisons were mde for each
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subgroiq) within each testing condition. The means by subgroups aire
reported in Table 2.

.
TABLE 2

Subject Mean Scores on Imitation and Free Speech

Severely Delayed
Moderately Delayed
Normal

Free Speech

Imitation

7.07
14.02
14.12

42.2
39*6
64!o

Results of the analysis of variance indicated that on the DSS,
there was a significant difference among the groups CF=12.91, df 2/12,
p <-01). The Scheffe test indicated a significant difference in the
scores of the severely delayed and the moderately delayed subjects,
(F=9.53, df 2/12, p <.01). However, the moderately delayed subjects
did not differ significantly from the control subjects (F=.002, df 2/12,
p > .05). Results of the analysis of variance indicated that on the
imitation test, there was a significant difference among the groups
(F-11.97, df 2/12, p^ ,01). The Scheffe test indicated that there
was no significant difference between the scores of the severely de
layed and moderately delayed subjects (F=.002, df 2/12, p >.05).
There was a significant difference between the scores of the subjects
with language deficits, (moderately delayed and severely delayed) and
the normal control subjects, (F=11.85, df 2/12, p <.01).
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S'ta.'tislrical. analysis was also usad 1ro d©"te!nrnin© if fh© posifion
in the sentence of the syntactical item being tested had a differen
tial affect on the subgroups used in this investigation. The same
pattern that was seen for the imitation test as a whole was also
seen when the' syntactical item was in the initial position and when
it was in the final position. The means for each group on the imi—
"t^tion test, initial position versus final position are reported in
Table 3.
TABLE 3
^fean Scores on Positions on Imitation Test

Groups
Severely Delayed •
^S^derately Delayed
Normal

Initial Position

Final Position

48,4
43.6
72.6

38.2
36.0
57.5

Results of the analysis of variance* indicated that on the imi
tation task, when the target word was in the initial position,• there
was a significant difference among the subgroups (F=l«+.67, df 2/12,
P

There was also a significant difference among the subgroups

when it appeared in the latter position (F=10.78, df 2/12, p Coi).
A Scheffe test indicated that there was no significant differences
between the severely delayed versus the moderately delayed vhen the
forros appeared in the initial position, (F=.39, df 2/12, p>.05) nor
when the forms occured in the latter part of the sentence (F=.092,
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df" 2/12, p^.Ol), However*, there was a significanl: difference in
the language disordered,subgroups (ie., severely and moderately de
layed) versus the nomal subjects when the target worxi appeared in
the initial position CF=14.32, df 2/12, p <.01) and when it occured
in the latter portion of the sentence CF=10.69, df 2/12, p <.01).
These results are consistent with the iniitation test as a whole.
Mean Conparison for Imitation Test
Each syntactical form was tested in two separate positions with
in the sentence. One placement was at the beginning of "the sentence
and the other was in the middle or end of the sentence. A t test
was used to determine if position of the form was significant. The
subject*s scores were significantly hi^er when the item occured in
the initial position of the sentence (t=7.37, p=. <.001).
Test-Petast Reliability
A correlation analysis was used to determine the test—retest
reliability of the DSS and the imitation tesir. The F value as deterniined for each test is reported in Table k. On test-retest, both
ineasures appear to have a significant correlation.
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TABLE 4
Analysis of Variance of Regression

Test
DSS
IMITATION

Correlation

F

.577
.956

6.99
150.6

P
< .05
<.01

CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
This study investigated and coii5>ared "tdie advantages and disad
vantages of a free speech sanple and an imitation type task in
analyzing language perforriBnce in.kindergarten children. An analysis
of the language perfornence of 15 children was conpleted. -Their
language ranged in severity from noriiial to severely delayed. The
children were divided into three distinct subgroups j severely de
layed, moderately delayed and normal. The subject's scores were
analyzed to determine if the2?e was a significant difference in the
reliability of these two measures and in the sensitivity in identi:fying presence and severity of disorder.

.

Laura .Lee's Development of Sentence Structure (DSS) was the
scoring system used in this study. This system includes ei^it
developmental categories and ei^t levels of perfomance. This
study tried to test tdiese levels by constructing an imitation test.
The imitation test included two items for each syntactical form
scored on the DSS. There was a linear progression in the subjects
scores over the eight levels in tie free speech samples. Further
more, this same linear progression was shown-on the imitation test
constructed for this investigation." This study tends to confirm
the levels of development outlined by Lee.
The Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities (ITPA) was
used in order to establish a range of severity within tie language
delayed subjects. Children functioning two standard deviations be
low tiie mean on three or more subtests were classified as the
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more severely delayed. Children who functioned below age level but
did not score below the second standard deviation on three or more
subtests of the ITPA were classified as moderately delayed. In addi
tion, there were five children who were functioning at age level, who
were classified as normal. One purpose of this study was to deter
mine if the subjects could be divided into these subgroups on the
basis of the two testing techniques. Neither test was found to be
adequate in identifying all three subgroups. On the free speech
sample, the severely delayed scored significantly lower than the
moderately delayed and the control group. Using this measxire, it
appears that one must have a severe language delay before the langxiage problem is identified with a free speech analysis.
The moderately delayed subjects could not be differentiated
from the normal subjects on the free speech analysis. This does not
necessarily mean that delayed and normal subjects don't differ in
their language usage, but rather, the free speech sanple may not
lend itself to picking up these differences. Johnson and Tomblin
(1975) felt that the DSS method was useful, however, they also felt
it was not practical at all times. They reported that it was not
as useful for separating language disordered children from those
with nomal language as it was for isolating specific areas of
language difficulty. It is probable that in taking a language sanple,
the subjects are quite tied to the immediate stimuli in their envi
ronment. Ihus, the normal child may not use the nore conplicated
forms that he is producing in his general conversation. Engler,
Hannah and Longhurst (1973) confirm this difficulty in recording
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sanples of speech. Taylor* C1978) discussed some disadvantages in
volved with, free speech saicpling. He found that clinic sanpling
was conducive to the description of ongoing or inanediate activity,
while home sanpling stimulated substantially hi^er frequencies of
past tense and modal verb forms, complex utterances and questions.
Therefore, consideration must be taken as to environment and setting
when conputing results. It was found that a clinic setting is not
the optimum environment for eliciting noximum language potential.
The present study experienced similar limitations in speech sanpling
and found that free speech samples can be used for identification
and placement of severe children, but children with moderate dis
orders may be missed with this kind of testing.
On the imitation test, the two disordered subgroups could be
differentiated from the normals. But, the two disordered subgroups
(severely delayed and moderately delayed) could not be differentiated
from each other. This indicated that the imitation test differen
tiated between normal and abnomal subjects, but this test was not
sensitive in showing the severity of the delay. It appears from these
results that both forms of testing are necessary to obtain an accu
rate diagnosis of a child's language.
The imitation test was divided so that

i subjects were tested

with the key words in the initial position of a sentence versus the
key word in the middle or end of the sentence. This proved to be a
significant factor. Initial placement consistently lead to greater
success. It appears from the hi^er scores that having the syntac
tical form in,the first part of the, sentence is an advantage that
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cannot be overlooked. The inevitable question that arises from
these results is why this occurs. Subjective observations lead
the e3q)eriiiBntor to believe that inemory must play a very inportant
role in an unLtation task. Obviously, a child can remeniber much
more easily first words uttered rather than subsequent words in a
sentence that would serve to confuse rather than clarify. There
fore, it leads to the conclusion that perhaps if the word being tested
does fall at the first of the sentence, it is not necessarily an
accurate test of the child*s nastery of the rule, but rather a func
tion of memory. Perhaps, the placement of the word in the middle or
end of the sentence would be a more precise test of whether or not
the child is actually able to use that syntactical structure being
tested.
Sentence imitation has been found to be a fruitful source of
information r'elative to the development of language comDrehension
and expression in children (Menyuk, 1964, 1969; McNeill, 1970;
Lenneburg, 1967), Ervin C1964) indicated that the gramnHr of a
child's spontaneous speech and the grammar of his imitations of the
adult utterance are not different. McNeill (1970) reported that
"the child tends to omit from the surface structure those linguistic
elements that cannot be related to deep structures; (ie., children
will reproduce a sentence using the rules they know; they filter it
throu^ their own productive system. This is the rationale and
^^sis behind which imitation tests are used. Other authorities
however, reject this theory, insisting that imitation is not nec
essarily a direct result of mstery of a rule. This position holds
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that sentence, imitation is a sensory motor process that does not
involve conprehension (Fraser, Bellugi, and Brown, 1963). They
claim that a true picture of a child's language usage can more
accurately be analyzed by taking a sanple of the child's spontaneous
speech, observing how he manipulates his environment with his lang
uage, Lee and Canter (1971) believe that this type of sanpling is
necessary for language evaluation because conversational speech places
a grammatical "load" upon performance vhich cannot be evaluated by
selective testing. However, sanpling has its drawbacks, which
have been enunerated previously.
On the basis of the findings of this stucfy, it is evident that
neither measure, the free speech sanple nor 'the imitation test,
should be used alone, but rather in conjunction with each other.
Neither test was able to differentiate among the three groups in the
study.
A topic emerged from this study that merits further investiga
tion. An imitation test may be an invaluable tool in indicating
potential use of specific syntactical structures. A free speech
sample can be taken in order to observe what structures the child
does use in his natural environment. Perhaps, an imitation test
can be used to indicate potential use. In o"ther words, those s1:ruc"tures that are most imitable, but have not appeared in a free speech
sanple, may be the structures from which therapy should initiate.
Those my be the forms most likely to emerge in the child's language,
therefore, giving the clinician a starting point in therapy.
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It was shown that memory plays a part in the ability to imitate
sentences. An uintation test could give a good indication of a
child*s short-term memory, which is such an essential skill in learn
ing language as well as any kind of academic learning. The relation
ship between menory and language usage is a topic that has not been
adequately investigated and would offer a valuable wealth of infor
mation from a clinical standpoint.
Another ij^)lication that emerged as a result of this study is
the inportance of the placement of the syntactical form within a
sentence on the imitation test. It would be worthwhile to investi
gate how valid the testing item is when it*s placement falls at the
first of the sentences as opposed to in the middle or end of the
sentence.
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APPENDIX A
Subject's Raw Scores on DSS and Imitation Task
• /

Case
Number
1
2
3
45
6
7
8
9
10
1112
13
14
15

Imitation'^'
1st trial
20/17
26/19
27/20
25/22
18/17-.
33/17
19/15
16/9
16/20
21/22
34/28
38/25
36/22
37/32
36/32

Imitation*
- 2nd trial

•Total DSS
1st trial

25/16
28/22
28/22
23/21
22/15
35/26
20/20
18/11
18/14
22/16
34/26
35/29
38/31
38/33
37/30

1.48
2.52
3.78
3.84
5.06
5.44
5.88
5.9
6.74
7;12
5.86
6.52
6.84
8.14
8.96

Total DSS
2nd trial
2.22
2.76
5.18
3.2
5.34
10.56
8.42
6.1
7.58
6.38
4.88
6.24
7.92
5.22
10.06

* First number represents subject's scores when target worxi is in
the initial position of sentence.
^cond number^represents subject's scores when the target word
is in the medial or final position of sentence.
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APPENDIX B
Per centage Scores for the Ei^t Syntactical Levels

Case
Number
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

1

Imitation 1st trial
Levels
2 3 4 5 6
7

60 38 50 80
70 75 63 80
80 50 63 90
90 75 63 70
70 75 75 70
90 63 100 90
60 75 75 60
70 '50 38 70
30 75 63 60
80 88 63 80
60 100 88 90
90 88 88 90
100 88 88 100
90 88 100 90
100 88 100 100

60 25
63 38
70 50
90 50
40 13
100 75
20 . 50
10 13
50 25
50 . 13
80 63
80 63
90 63
90 100
100 100

42
50
67
17
8
67
50
• 8
58
25
100
84
92
, 92
84

DSS 2nd trial
8

1

2

30
40 50
40
60 25
40
100 50
60
60 75
30
60 75
50 .
80 100
20
60 50
10
80 100
20
60 100
50
80 75
70
60 100
80
100 75
90
100 100
80
60 50
70
. 60 100

3. • 4
50
100
50
75
50
100
100
100
75
100
50
100
75
50
100

5

20 • 0
40 . 25
60 0
20 20
20 0
60 20
40 60
50 40
60 20
20 20
20 20
40 40
0 "40
40 40
60 60

6

7

0
25
0.
50
25
25
25
25
50
25
25
50
75
25
75
*

,

0
0
14
17
0
17
33
0
33
17
0
17
33
33
50

8
0
20
20
0
0
40
20
20 .
0
20
40
20
0
40
20
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APPENDIX C
Imitation Test Based on the DSS
Indefinite Pronouns or Noun

tiers

(1) 1. This is ny favorite ice cream.
,2. I would love to take
with me.*
(3) 1. Some people like to eat out a lot.
2. I think somebody is coming to the door. .
(4) 1. No one wants to come to the party toni^t,
2. There is nothing left for us to eat.
(7) 1. Anyone can play this sinple game.
2. It IS true that we both feel bad today.
Personal Pronouns
(1) 1. I would like to meet your nice family. •
2. The boys would like to play with these cars.
(2) 1, Pfe is such a wonderful person..
2. We took his toys away so he woiold listen better.
(3) 1, Vfe would be happy to come to your home.
2. Thank you for bringing those pretty flowers.
(5) 1. Please don't hurt yourself when you climb on the roof.
2. They all wet themselves under the sprinkler.
C6) 1. How neny brothers and sisters do you have?
2. We must pick the game which they would like best,
(7) 1. Whoever wants to be first must raise his hand.
2. Please take whatever you see and like.
Pfein Verbs
(1) 1. I see that you bought a new pair of shoes.
2. Please tell us who is coming to the party.
(2) 1. He plays well with the other little boy.
2. We feel like we ate too much for dinner.

1. Please don^l: go untril you finish your dinner.
2.
mother luiows that I can run very fast.
(6) 1. We should go to the store and biy some food.
2. I found out that he does want to take skiing lessons.
(7) 1. I have been very tired this whole week.
2. IVe already eaten everything on my plate.
(8) 1. You have been watching television for hours.
2. It's true that you should have been sleeping for hours.
Secondary Verbs
(2) 1. I wanna go to the circus today.
2. Will you please lemme see what^s going on?
(3) 1. I stopped to look and see what was going on.
2. I don't like him to play out in the street.
W

1. He came home and found all the toys broken.
2. I see lots of people running every morning.

(5) 1. I want you to come to ny bedroom now.
2. He was in a hurry to go to Hie stoire.
(7) 1. I have to get dressed for school or I will be late.
2. I have a feeling that it's going to be locked.
(8) 1. Swimming is the thing I like to do best of all.
2. They started laughing in the middle of the meeting.
Negatives
(1) 1. This is not a very nice thing to do.
2. He is pretty, but that is not the dog I want.
W

1. We can't stop trying just because he hurt us.
2, I like you J but please don't bother me while I'm working.

(5) 1. Isn't it wonderful to be together?
2. The kids in that class won't listen to their teacher.
(7) 1. I cannot go to the movies with you.
2. Even thouglh they told me, I couldn't believe it.
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Conjunctions
(3) 1. He likes to work and play all in one day.
2. Betty and Bob like to go out together.
(5) 1. I like to eat cake, but it * s bad for you•
2. I did all ny work so"T~:x)uld watch television.
(6) 1. She is so sad because her dog was hit by a car.
2. Bill will teach her how to ski because he likes her.
(8) 1. Please don't come to rny house till I
you.
2. He can run much faster than hii~irttle brother.
Interrogative Re\^rsals
(1) 1. We^ they all coming over to your place?
2. It's going to be a red car, isn't it?
(4) 1. Was he going to the horse show with Sue?
2. I think he's going to stop by isn't he?
(6) 1. Shall I sit next to Sue or Sally?
2. It bothered you to see the bull die, didn't it?
(8) 1. Has he seen your brand new blue car yet?
2. He could wait just a little bit longer, couldn't he?
WH - Questions
(2) 1. What kind of food do you like to eat?
2. When your're hungry, how much food can you eat?
(5) 1. When do you want to go to the nountains?
2. When you grow up, how big do you want to be?
!• What if I told you that he took your paper?
2. Uiat party I'm going to, how about coming too?
(8) 1, Whose the one who will carry the suitcases?
2. Of all the books you read, which one did you like best?

